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Abstract 

E- Dictionaries have the potential to be a useful instrument in English Language classes, at the 
same time; it can be seen as a waste of time and a hindrance tool in the English Language classroom. This 
paper reports on students’ use of e-dictionary in two of “Educational Readings in the English Language” 
course sections through in-depth focus group discussions with some of the students. The overarching 
question that this study explores is “What are the students’ experiences in using e- dictionaries in 
Educational Readings in English classes at the Faculty of Social Sciences and Teacher Training students 
at A-Najah National University?” Findings of this exploratory study show that students had great and 
exciting experience in using the mobile dictionary in learning new vocabularies. Therefore they have 
positive attitudes and perceptions toward mobile dictionary. 

Keywords: e-dictionaries, mobile dictionaries, paper dictionaries, English vocabulary, EFL 

Introduction: 

1.1 Statement of the problem 

One of the most significant challenges that learners face during the process of foreign language 
learning is learning vocabulary. Vocabulary has been known as a central point in any language learning in 
which inadequate vocabulary knowledge of the learners led to problems in foreign language use (Asgari 
& Mustapha, 2011). The use of dictionaries is a great help in vocabulary learning, and nowadays the 
development of electronic dictionaries has added a new and appreciated resource for vocabulary learning 
(Asgari & Mustapha, 2011). Studies have found that e-dictionaries had a great help to students in learning 
new vocabulary, besides it is an interesting, fun, tool to use. 

Since dictionaries have not been explored extensively in Palestine, research into the use of them 
caught the researcher attention and pressed her to explore students’ experiences in applying e-dictionaries 
in learning new vocabularies in Educational Readings in the English Language. It will also help in filling 
the gap in the scarcity of research in this area and enrich the research in areas of pedagogy and technology 
integration into teaching. 

1.2 Scope of the study 

This research is restricted to explore the students’ experiences in two sections of “Educational 
Readings in English” course at the Faculty of Educational Sciences and Teacher Training at An- Najah 
National University in using mobile dictionaries in learning new vocabularies in an English language 
course. 
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1.2 Research Objectives 

This inquiry aims at: 

1- Casting off the light on students’ observations and experience in using mobile 
dictionaries in learning vocabulary in Educational Reading course. 

2- Exploring the students’ attitudes toward mobile dictionaries in learning vocabularies. 

3- Highlighting major difficulties and challenges in using mobile dictionaries. 

1.3 Research Questions 

The study attempts to investigate the Faculty of Education students’ experiences at An- Najah 
National University in using mobile dictionaries; it is specifically designed to provide answers to the 
following questions: 

1- What are students’ in Educational readings in English courses perceptions in using e- dictionaries 
in EFL learning? 

2- What is the students’ experience in utilizing e- dictionaries in EFL learning? 

1 .4 Significance of the inquiry 

The implication of this research stems from the scarcity of studies on the role of mobile 
dictionaries in learning English vocabularies. This work will inform educators and teachers the experience 
of using mobile dictionaries in learning new vocabularies and highlights the major subjects in using that 
innovative tool in English language learning. 

Subjects of the study 

The participants of this study included the registered students in “Educational Reading in the English 
language” during fall semester Of 2016 -2017 at the Faculty of Educational Sciences and Teacher 
Training at An-Najah University. A sample of 25 students took part from both sections in focus group 
discussions. 

2. Literature 

There is confirmation that learners who check dictionaries to find the meaning of words while 
they involve in reading and listening boost their learning vocabulary (Hulstijn, Hollander, & Greidanus, 
1996; Knight, 1994; Rezaei & Davoudi, 2016). It provides quick and direct admission to several layers of 
vocabulary knowledge. It can serve many purposes, especially in providing the definition of words. The 
existing literature on vocabulary learning strategies illustrates that language learners can find out new 
vocabulary on their own by using dictionaries. Moreover, the use of dictionaries of the voice of the 
learner facilitates vocabulary learning as easily as text understanding (Hulstijn, Hollander, & Greidanus, 

3 


1996; Knight, 1994). Also, Neubach & Cohen, 1988 as cited in Kobayashi, 2006 reported that consulting 
a dictionary improves the retention of learning the terminology. 

There has been a growing interest in the role of electronic dictionaries for learning foreign 
languages. Accordingly, there has been an increase in students’ use of electronic dictionaries for EFL 
purposes (Dashtestani, 2013). Electronic dictionaries (EDs) have advanced rapidly in the last three 
decades (Rezaei & Davoudi, 2016). From the first human-readable electronic dictionary (ED) available 
for the public in the late 1980s, EDs have been obtained on CD-ROM, small hand-held calculator-type 
reference works (i.e. Pocket ED), and online (Nesi, 2009). Research shows, according to Rezaei & 
Davoudi, (2016)that EDs are in many respects valuable. Compared with the bulk of paper dictionaries and 
slow retrieve, the increasing popularity of EDs can be credited to better readability and their ease of use, 
which makes the consultation process less time-consuming (Stirling, 2003; Kobayashi, 2006 as cited in 
Rezaei & Davoudi, 2016). In addition to CD-ROM and handheld devices, researchers also began to show 
interest in online dictionaries, due to the rapid advance of the Internet, smartphones, and iPads, and other 
ways of obtaining information (Rezaei & Davoudi, 2016). 

Students are clearly affected by the technology that has driven the world and got interested in the 
latest technological products. Electronic Dictionaries (EDs) are becoming widespread as new 
technological tools of vocabulary learning among L2 learners will be used more broadly by language 
learners. Since dictionaries have not been researched widely in Palestine, research into the use of them 
caught the researcher attention and urged her to explore students’ experiences in using e-dictionaries in 
learning new vocabularies in Educational Readings in the English Language. It will also help in filling the 
gap in the scarcity of research in this area. 

The use and benefits of dictionaries and e-dictionaries in learning new vocabularies has expanded 
rapidly in the past two decades (Dashtestani, 2013; Knight, 1994; Laufer & Hulstijn, 2001; Hulstijn, 

1993; Fan, 2000; Hua & Zarei, 2013; Davoudi, 2016; Stirling, 2003; Kobayashi, 2006; Li & Xu, 2015; 
Nesi, 2009). Hence, this segment highlighted some of the subjects that administered with this area and 
guided this exploratory work. 

Dashtestani, 2013 conducted a comparison survey to compare between Iranian EFL students’ and 
teachers' perspectives on the role of e-dictionaries. Participants of the study were 126 EFL students and 
73 EFL teachers and were invited to reply to questionnaires. Among them, 81 students and 66 teachers 
participated in follow-up interviews. Both EFL faculty and students held moderately positive attitudes 
toward the role of electronic dictionaries for learning EFL. They also suggested that there are several 
obstacles and challenges, including lack of training on the use of electronic dictionaries, students’ use of 
unsuitable versions of electronic dictionaries, lack of facilities to use electronic dictionaries in EFL 


4 



classrooms, and distraction from learning caused by using electronic dictionaries in the schoolroom. The 
analysis of data further revealed that the bulk of Iranian EFL students uses electronic dictionaries installed 
on their cell phone telephones. The pupils expressed a penchant for using electronic dictionaries over 
paper dictionaries. 

Stirling, (2003) also described EFL teachers and students' reactions to pocket electronic 
dictionaries (PEDs), more or less significant features of these devices, and practical techniques and 
natural processes for using them to enhance, rather than restrict with the learning process. The attitudes of 
teachers, according to Stirling, 2003 varied between “Great to see students using dictionaries 
independently” to “1 will not have them anywhere near my classroom.” Moreover, some students looked 
up more than twenty words a lesson, while others merely used them at home to get extra information 
about Lexis studied in grade. 

The aim of Fan's, (2000) study is to investigate the look-up behavior of bilingualized dictionaries 
of Hong Kong students. It centered on the frequency of usage of dictionary information and how useful 
such information is comprehended. Fan, (2000) also established, a comparison between students more 
proficient in English vocabulary and those less proficient in identifying the dictionary searching behavior 
which may enhance L2 vocabulary learning. The issues under study included more than 1000 recent 
admitted students to the seven tertiary institutions of Hong Kong. The instrument for data collection 
comprised a questionnaire and the Word Levels Test. This investigation found that the overwhelming 
majority of students use bilingualized dictionaries and they find them useful. At the same time, the 
findings of the study have revealed that most students make only limited use of bilingualized dictionaries 

The findings revealed various thematic aspects such as the learner’s preference to use 
monolingual dictionaries than bilingual English Malay dictionaries. This finding suggests that students 
seem to deliver a fuller perception of the strength of such monolingual dictionaries in finding the correct 
senses of the words with multiple senses through the process seeking the meaning of L2 words using L2 
definitions. The survey confirms the parameter for the strength of the monolingual dictionary as pointed 
out and recommended by many other previous researchers such as Fan (2000), Baxter (1980) and Nation 
(2001). In this sense, the study affirms the findings of previous works, which argue for the effectiveness, 
and advantages of the monolingual dictionary use in learning English especially for students at higher 
degrees of instruction. 

As L2 learners progressively depend on electronic reference materials, Kobayashi, 2006 thought 
that it has become important to investigate how such materials are applied and what impact they have on 
L2 learning. Electronic pocket dictionaries (EDs) have particularly become popular among Asian learners 
of English in the past decade. The survey compared the role of EDs with PDs among Japanese university 
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students. It also tested the relationships between students’ ED use and their role in lexical processing 
strategies (LPS; consult, infer, or snub), their vocabulary learning, and their interpretation. 

This study investigated these issues both quantitatively and qualitatively, through multiple 
investigative techniques. The findings showed that EDs had become common tools for Japanese scholars 
of English; the majority of pupils (72% of 279 students) owned an ED, and those who owned it tended to 
utilize it alone, although they too owned a paper Dictionary PD. The answers showed the complex nature 
of the effects of EDs. EDs look to increase the frequency of dictionary consultation by students, 
especially by low-proficiency students. 

3. Methodology 

3.1 Introduction 

This segment gives an explanation of the method used in this study to achieve the intended 
objectives. In pursuit of these ends, the fields of the survey are delineated and hence is the allocation of 
sample size as easily as data collection instruments 

3.2 Study design and rationale: 

The work relies on utilizing the qualitative approach, which requires gathering information from 
focus group discussions with pupils who are shown in the class. According to Creswell and Plano Clark 
(201 1), qualitative data provide a detailed understanding of a problem or experience. While Marshall and 
Rossman, (2010) argued that qualitative research is carried in a natural setting with the author observing, 
questioning, and collecting data for analysis to construct a holistic understanding and agency of the berth. 
As the purpose of the written report to explore students’ experiences in applying e -dictionaries, therefore 
the qualitative data in this study provide a fuller understanding of students’ experiences regarding use e- 
dictionaries in EFL classes (Rallis and Rossman, 2012). 

3.3 Subjects of the study 

The participants of this work included the registered students in two sections in “Educational 
Reading in English Readings” during the fall semester of 2016 -2017 at the Faculty of Educational 
Sciences and Teacher Training at A-Najah National University. The first section consisted of 51 students 
who were in their fourth year majoring Methods of Teaching Lower Elementary grades and they are 
prepared to be teachers for the 1-4 grade level. The second section consisted of 59 students who were a 
freshman and majoring English Language Teaching Methodology, and they will be teaching English 
subject for 1-10 students’ grade level. Students in both sections took the course as a required course in 
their majoring plan. 
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A sample of 25 students took part from both sections in focus group discussions. The groups 
consisted of five students in pair session, and each session lasted 1 hour. 

The aim of the “Educational Reading in English Language” course as described at the university 
website is to “ [train] the teacher students on reading a number English text that deals with various 
educational topics, which help students in enriching the English vocabulary dictionary and aesthetic 
structure” (An- Najah National University, 2017). 

3.4 Procedure 

Students at the beginning of the courses were asked to download dictionary applications on their 
phones as to use them during reading the articles that are specified for the course. The students got the 
option to choose the kind of dictionary that they like to use; students had a meeting after a time of using 
the application to discuss the kinds and names of dictionary applications that they were using. Concerns 
were gone through, and questions were answered at that meeting. Throughout the semester and as a 
commencing point, students read each article on their own, then the class instructor and students 
discussed the article, explained the meaning of new lexicons, and wrote down some questions related to 
the read the article. Students were encouraged to use mobile dictionaries and were afforded the time to 
look for the meaning of new words before had the treatment. Course instructor assured to draw out the 
meaning from the students and agreed upon with the proper and the closest meaning for each new word. 

Students on some occasions were also encouraged to contemplate on the articles by writing a 
paragraph or two on their understanding, thoughts, and opinions of the items. Students were also invited 
to use mobile dictionaries in doing that composition. This such a process lasted for the whole semester 
and students had the focus group discussion just at the conclusion of the semester. 

The following portion of the study will identify some of the findings that came up during focus 
group discussion. 

4. Study Findings 

The aims of this study are to highlight students’ experiences in using a mobile dictionary in 
learning new vocabularies. Moreover, it explores students' attitudes toward using mobile dictionaries in 
learning. This portion of the field will highlight some of the findings in relates to that purpose. 

4. 1 Attitudes and perspectives 

Students in all focus group discussions showed positive attitudes and healthy perspective toward 
mobile dictionaries through stressing out the importance of using it in learning new vocabularies, 
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pinpointing some of its benefits, and the rate of using it in all language aspects like reading, writing, and 
pronunciation. 

Participants during the focus group discussions rated their learning experiences in using a mobile 
dictionary and gave it 8-9 points out of ten, it was described it as fun, exciting and would like to continue 


using in other classes and outside the classrooms as needed. 


Fun 

Axla-a 

Fun, because you cognize how to answer and 

^ jUa J L *9 ft J AiV t AxIaa 

participate not only gearing up as a listener. 

j&\ (Jc-lili lie. jL-^a 

Now there is more engagement 

IaI 

We utilize technology. It is pleasant 


Very positive feeling, it leaves me to test out 

. WiC-1 j AiL^)la jjsul 

fresh ways of teaching and depend on myself 

jjSt 


In regards to its importance, students highlighted that mobile dictionary is very easygoing, simple 


to use, quick in finding the meaning, help in increasing students’ participation and involvement. On the 


peak of that, it enhances the students’ dependency and autonomy. 


Helped us a great deal and saved our time. 

jl Ail CiSj Llilc- (J^-ujj li.iC.Luj 

Not relying on people or big bucks- referring 

A-LLuiJ Aalc. jjJi li^.1 J Cia j l_jL& 

to book dictionaries - simply write a word 


that you are looking for and that is set. 

^Ixill J ^olxill 

Encouraging students to teach and learning 

<£^)LuLa]l 

Increase students’ participation 

(Jc-liolt Ax. jjui 

Increase students’ engagements 

kliLi jjl&ll jxlij 

Identify new technology 

Aal^liLuil 

Dependency 

^gix 1 ^jC- l^jJ^A tillL^. 

Gives the feeling that you are more advanced. 
The most significant thing that you do not call 
for a people’s favor 

lia. A-La^. La fJfcl 


The idea of students’ autonomy in learning was emphasized during focus group discussions, and 


students pointed that they rely on themselves more in their learning and they do not wait for peoples’ 


help and favors 


Pupil 1 : We relied on ourselves more; It is 

JLai U-lJ IaLj) lilJ (JS L yu i jjSI lu-aVl tJ Jc. liWc. I 4jl 

not anymore now that ask for every word we 

l^jc. 

do not recognize. 

c IboUJ La (jLa£ (1 glL*a j A_Ia^.!}La ls 1c. l ite-a 1 A_ilUa) 

Student 2: (continuing the mates’ first point) 

(J^ll A.Laun i AaK ^jc. ^iLui tiljLa ^l^)^.l 

Also doesn’t cause embarrassment, if you 


keep asking about each simple word you do 

kluj ^ £c_uij li^.1 j ^giLt-all ulj illuiVl La JiJ 

not know 

(iLolii ^,‘ixaII 

Students 3: instead of simply writing the 

^ La JC. La A-al^ ^ 1 jl Ail ^IxaIIc- ^jjLa al 

meaning of the language that the teacher is 
giving or writing. Now you know the 
meaning by yourself 

Clmllj tiliC-LuiJ 
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Not relying on teacher anymore, now if 
there is a word that you do not know, there is 
another thing that can help 


4.2 Snapshots of students’ experiences in using mobile dictionaries 

Students portrayed ways of using mobile dictionaries in learning new vocabularies in 

“Educational Readings in English” course. Focus group discussions revealed that students used a mobile 

dictionary for getting the meaning of new vocabulary, pronouncing those new words, spelling, and in 

writing. 


For example, Students indicated that mobile dictionary is a very helpful tool in pronunciation 


Student 1: we use it whenever we need to 
pronounce a word and do not know it before. 
Student2: Certainly, in reading, we use it 
frequently. When there are new words that we 
cannot read. Indeed, we use an electronic 
dictionary. 

Student3: I know the meaning of the word from 
the class. But sometimes at home, I forget how it 
is pronounced, therefore I look again for it for its 
pronunciation 

A^.1^11 Laj A-a]£ iail A^.1 j\\ La ;AulUa 

Ig.xAVua \ ji! 

1 jii qA ^k reading ^ *^1 ■<— ilUa 

ClA>aK AjI ^.xul-dl ^j-a9 t^Lc. oAj.1^. 

La LLts.1 (jjxi ^^ix-all L_ fljxJ klmlL LI *c_ilUa 

^ jjoj o^iJaL^all (j-a tiila ^Ix^all A-aK\l 

Jailll Ajju Ajj ciLg.l t- ^g-ujL 

Students pointed out also that mobile dictionaries helped them in writing tasks and assignments, 

especially when they had their ideas in Arabic, but could it not express them in the English Language. 

The mobile dictionary was a helpful tool in finding the meaning of new words in the classroom and 

outside the classroom. It helped students getting the sense of new words that they are not familiar with 

which facilitated their discussion in the classroom. Students recorded several ways in using mobile 

dictionaries outside the classroom, for example: 

I use it often when facing words that are new 
and challenging while teaching my sisters. 

Also, I use it in University General English 
courses 

When I read an English novel to improve my 
English language 

^L-a (_£Aic. LI ©<iljall (jLuiAJ aJ qaj a A-^aAVuaU LI 

LfcLx-a ^1 La VI LjLal£ ^9 dll^a ^g..uj^AJ Ld djl^kl 

A^aA-s“u*u ^ic- jl 

Ajt-aLaJl illLjjU 'll (jLa£ 

AJlIIL ^La. jioii jlLc. jaisJVL AjI jj l n^j dil^a 
^jlalL Ig La ^glll A-aKili 

Finding the right meaning of the text that students are reading is the greatest challenge that 

students faced in using mobile dictionaries. Bilingual dictionaries provide wide many meanings for each 

word and students had difficulty identifying the correct meaning for each word 

There is a difficulty for example; there are 
words that have more than one meaning. I 
read the sentence, look for its meaning and 
find out later on that what is have chosen is 
not what the writer aimed at. 

^L-a t^^ux-a ^j-a l^Jl CliLaK ^k !)L-a ^k 

ViLa ^g-Hl A.xaKlI (jC- ^L-a t A. La -s.il 

<- uLSLH A_i9 ^ \* «a c _ s Ail yst- ^^ux-a ^ ‘l iLi* 1 

A .aKII ^jLoua aAa^JI k_u£l LL^.1 

ULI ^111 
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Sometimes I had to write the whole sentence 
to get the targeted meaning. 


In relating to names of dictionary applications that students used for that course, they recorded 
names ranged within Google Translate, Box Arabic- English, Golden Dictionary, Comprehensive 
Dictionary, Dictionary Arabic-English, offline English Dictionary. Students indicated that they did not 
face any technology problem or Internet issue while using mobile dictionaries as they used the offline 
version in the classroom due to lack of the Internet connectivity. 

5. Discussion and Concluding Remarks 

The findings of this study showed that participants expressed positive attitudes and perceptions 
toward the use of the mobile dictionary in “Educational Readings in English” course and in learning new 
vocabularies. They are also eager to use it in other courses and outside the classroom when teaching and 
helping other siblings. These findings concur with other previous research on the perceptions, attitudes, 
beliefs in using dictionaries and mobile dictionaries in language learning (Rezaei & Davoudi, 2016; 
Dashtestani, 2013; Stirling, 2003). 

Students also highlighted that they used the mobile dictionary mostly in pronunciation, spelling, 
writing, and most importantly in finding the meaning of new vocabulary. They had fun, and interesting 
experience in applying this such kind of technology in language learning. That such a nice experience 
echoes with other previous studies like Hulstijn, Hollander, & Greidanus, 1996; Knight, 1994; 
Kobayashi, 2006). These studies indicated that using both bilingual and monolingual have their unique 
strengths in developing vocabulary knowledge and students value that experience. These studies 
demonstrated general patterns of dictionary use for word meaning, L2 students also use dictionaries 
for other information such as pronunciation, spelling, and syntax. 

Although students reflected on the process of using mobile as easy and straightforward, and they 
do not need training on using mobile dictionaries, further discussions on that topic revealed that they 
faced challenges in identifying the right meaning among several that mobile dictionaries provide. This 
point seems critical, and teachers should spend some time explaining the different kinds of mobile 
dictionaries and train students how to use it appropriately. Li & Xu, (2015) also suggested in his study to 
provide dictionary skills training due to incorrect choices students faced in his study. The existing 
literature on vocabulary learning strategies illustrates according to (Asgari & Mustapha, 2011) that 
language learners can learn new vocabulary on their own by using dictionaries. However, they need to be 
trained on how to use dictionaries appropriately. 
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Size and convenience as was pointed by Stirling, 2003 were considered significant 
advantages. The portability certainly encourages increased dictionary use and allows learners to use 
outside the classroom and doing other things. These points and advantages were also discussed among the 
study participants and encouraged them to use it whenever they need them to use it. 

This current study was limited in the following ways. The first one was the small sample size of 
the particpants; 25 of registered students in certain course at the Faculty of Educational Sciences and 
Teacher Training. More particpants might have been generailisable. Another limitation was to this study 
was confined to the descriptive data obtained from the students themselves. To conclude, further research 
is required to have comprehensive picture of utilizing mobile dictionaries in language learning classes 
regarding curriculum development, classroom management, and it effect on students language acquicsion 
and retention in Palestinian context. 
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